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Travers This study originated in my fascination with the thought-worlds of British imperialists, and a sense that the ideological origins of British rule in India needed revisiting in the light of recent work on eighteenthcentury British politics and political thought. As I was writing this book, an 'imperial turn' in the writing of British and European history has focused new attention on the role of empire in the political culture of eighteenth-century Britain, and in the intellectual culture of the enlightenment. My own study aims to contribute to these exciting revisions by providing an intellectual history of British politics and policy-making in Bengal, the 'bridgehead' to empire in eighteenthcentury India. This is not an intellectual history in the sense of being a history of intellectuals or of intellectual movements. Rather, following David Armitage's recent formulation, this is a study of how 'various conceptions of the British Empire arose in the competitive context of political argument'.
1 I am concerned with how policy-makers in Bengal sought to justify their political actions with reference to certain 'conventions, norms and modes of legitimation' operating in the wider sphere of British politics.
2 I argue that British conceptions of empire were also shaped by tense encounters with indigenous political culture. The twin dynamics of imperial legitimation and colonial governance led British officials to engage creatively with India's pre-colonial past, and especially with the history of the Mughal empire. British rulers attempted to legitimize their own power on the basis of an imagined form of constitutionality, supposedly discovered among the remnants of Mughal power in the province of Bengal.
The terms 'British' and 'Indian' as used in this book require some explanation. This study is mainly about elite British men who filled the high civilian ranks of the East India Company service in India, and elite politicians at home. It does not give a full account of the broad spectrum of those making up the 'British' communities in eighteenth-century India, which included Scots, Welsh, Irish and other 'Europeans', women as well as men, spanning from wealthy elites to poor soldiers. The East India Company was still often referred to as the 'English East India Company', though historians have suggested it was an important institution for forging a unified sense of 'Britishness'.
3 On the Indian side, even though some recent scholarship has argued that Indian nationalism had deep roots in early modern regional and imperial forms of patriotism, nevertheless, the term 'Indian' carries unavoidably anachronistic associations with the modern Indian nation state.
4 I use the term as a necessary shorthand, but it could be misleading if it was read to ascribe a homogenous 'national' identity to the diverse indigenous peoples brought under British rule. This is a study of British political argument set in the context of political and social change. I have tried to describe and analyse changes at the level of political ideology rather than systematically discussing the extent to which particular ideological representations accurately reflected political events. There is relatively little in this work about the growth and uses of the British armies in India, about the establishment of British monopolies, or about bribe-taking and other scandals. This is partly because these subjects have been extensively studied before, but also because British attempts to justify their empire often skirted around its most problematic features.
This book is a poor form of tribute, but a tribute nonetheless, to the many wonderful teachers who led me to history and helped me to try it for myself. Mark Stephenson was the most demanding and inspiring history teacher any young person could wish for. Like all the best teachers, he strove through his own example to communicate the thrill of intellectual discovery. He would never have written a book about British India which paid so little attention to account books, cotton piecegoods and sailing ships, or to farmers and their crops. As an undergraduate, David Abulafia, Anna Abulafia, Christopher Brooke, Christine Carpenter and Mark Bailey were brilliant guides to medieval European history, as David Fieldhouse, Chris Bayly, Susan Bayly and Gordon Johnson were for imperial history and the history of colonial India. viii Preface and acknowledgements
